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Stockwell: Snake at Noon, Evening's Sorrow

Joseph E. Stockwell

SNAKE AT NOON,
EVENING'S SORROW
Miss Nan. Ain't going to do no good
to tell him:' Eddie could hear Olive's voice saying it over
and over. He was hanging over the back gate, looking
through the tall pecan trees and across the fields to where the
woods made a dull fringe against the summer sky. Behind him, he
could hear his mother's sharp, angry footsteps, marching through
the house, followed by the rubber scuff of Olive's tennis shoes.
When they were in the kitchen, he could hear them plainly.
"I most certainly will tell him," his mother said, slamming the
kitchen safe so that the pans rattled.
"You know what Mister Ed going to' do. I ain't got to tell you."
"I hope he does do something."
He hung over the gate, his arms limp. He stared at the dried
chips which littered the ground around the chopping block. One
of the infrequent, shivering sobs which ends a crying spell
sneaked through him, and .he closed his eyes and listened to his
mother's remote voice through the groaning buzz of ;the summer
afternoon insects.
"Why, the side of that child's face is still red. He came home
with a hand print on it. Nobody can do that to my child." There
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was a stillness in the house and he knew the two women were looking at one another.
"Well, you know what he going to do;" Olive said.
"I don't care," his mother said, walking away through the
house. Olive followed her. Then she came back and started
sweeping. Eddie could hear her muttering rhythmically to the
scratching of her broom. He dangled on.the gate and stared across
the fields, as though watching for someone. It was sinking in now,
and he found that the blinding, groin-tingling fright of awhile
ago was being replaced by something deeper, more penetrating.
The sounCjl and the feel and the smell of it were all together now,
in one taut knot of shame and fear. He was chilled by the thought
of facing his father.
"You come on in here, little boy:' He turned to see Olive's
brown, sweating bulk glaring at him from the back steps. His
arms had gone to sleep from hanging over the fence and they
tingled back to life as he walked up the steps into the kitchen.
He sat by the table while Oliv~ halved oranges and mutilated
them into the juicer. He looked at the pale, unpainted' floor,
counting the worn, silver-colorednail heads. Olive poured the
'.
juice into a glass.
"Now drink that," she ~d. He sipped at the lumpy, rich
liquid.
"You want some ice in it?" Olive asked. He shook his head, still
sipping. Olive rattled the knife and juicer,and strainer around in
the sink. "Little boy, little boy, you sure can make a mess," she
said. "Got your maw so upset she 'bout to have hytterics:' She
wiped the things and slammed them into the cabinet.
"Give me that glass:' She rinsed it and dried it and put it away.
"Now what you want?"
"Nothing," he said.
"Well then, go on out and play. And see can you keep out of
trouble:' He moved toward the door. She was muttering under
her breath.
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"Chunking the man's store when \he done told you twice to
quit. Ain't that fine? Just fine."
:
"I didn't mean to do it," he said, turning to face her. "I forgot."
He could feel in his chest ~nd head that he would be crying again
if he kept on talking abo'ut it.
"You forgot. He just told you ten minutes before and you forgot. Ain't that fine?"
"We were chunking the snake. There was a little green snake
in that big wax-leaf Ligustrum:'
"Chunking the snake. Chunking the snake all right, but hitting
the man's store ever' lick:'
"We forgot:' He looked at Olive's gnarled, slab-nailed toes
sticking out through the frayed tennis shoes.
"I bet nobody ain't slap that J. P:'
"He ran," Eddie said.
"Sure' he did. He ain't fool enough to stand around and let
somebody knock his head plumb off."
"I didn't know what he was going to do."
"No. You didn't know. But J. P. knew. J. P. ain't tarried. Just
you. You stand there." Eddie moved out into the hall and sat on
the dusty sofa with the arms that came out to fanged panther
heads. He ran one finger idly into the panther's mouth, contemplating the tall, glass-fronted: bookcase. J. P. had run, all
right. He had stood, looking from the little green snake in the
Ligustrum to the approaching wrath of Mr. Jarreau and back
again, hearing J. P.'s thudding bare footsteps recede rapidly
through the dust, just standing in the hot sun, not knowing what
to do. And then he had felt the grasp at his overall front and seen
the whisker stubble bulk, the round, mottled face, the stained
lips, the shocking blow of the coarse heavy hand, snapping his
head to one side and then back again, hearing the grunted curses
and smelling the sour, raw meat smell of him. Then he was free,
beginning to wail, and the foot caught him, going away, and sent
him plunging into the dust, and he had scram'bled to his feet ~d
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really fled, crying, seeing only a green and yellow blur of summertime through his tears, had passed J. P. and kept running until he
could burrow his face in his mother's soft breast. And the tears
welled again and in spite of everything he could do, he started
to sob, softly and shrilly~
"For gawd's sake, if you got to holler, go on outdoors," Olive
said from the dining room door. "Your maw so upset now she
'bout to go crazy. Can't you let her be?" He went out into the
back yard.
\
He got the sharp, red-handled axe from the shed and began the
tedious process of splitting kindling. He was still crying a little

. '

bit. I'll get it all out of m~, he thought. It will all be gone when he
comes. He will call me in and I will go and tell him what happened, and that will be all. I will not cry. Olive came out of the
kitchen, carrying a heaped piate, covered with waxed paper, and a
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molasses tin, brimming with slops for her hog. She grunted at
him.
"If you was to be quiet like you is now all the time, it sure
would be easier to get along around here:' Eddie watched her
waddling back along the narrow, unswerving path which she herself had worn between the kitchen and the cabin back under the
lofty pecan trees where she and Snow lived. He tried to think of
something mean to say but all he could think of was "nigger" and
he did not say it. He watched her go until she went around the
corner of her cabin and ~er hog began to squeal piercingly. Then
he went back to splitting kindling.
At five, the high-sided red truck rolled off the highway and
started w6bbling up the lane, the rich slanting sun flashing briefly
off the glassed-in cab. Eddie could see his father behind the wheel,
his gloved hands visible above the dashboard, and Snow sitting
beside him. Through the high slats, Eddie could make out the
grayish-black, wild.eyed forms of Brahman cattle. Ordinarily, he
would have galloped down the lane after the truck to watch his
father and Snow and David Jones unload at the pasture, but today he walked around the side of the house and vaulted the banister of the front porch and sat in the swing, watching the cars race
along the highway in the afternoon. He pushed the swing with
one bare foot and sailed slowly back and forth, listening to the
groaning of the chains against the rusty hooks in the ceiling. J. P.'s
father passed in his new Chevrolet and waved. Eddie waved back.
He sat for a long while in the swing, moving softly, listening to
the closing sounds of the late afternoon, watching the cars race by.
A Negro voice shouted, mellow and distant, somewhere down the
highway. Across the road and deep in the woods, he could hear
the sharp crack of a .22. He got so absorbed in the afternoon melancholy that he was surprised when his mother opened the screen
door and told him to come in to see his father. The numbness of
the day crept ba<;:k inside him as he walked through the gloomy
front of the house to the lighted dining room.
His father was sitting in the cane-bottomed rocker by the
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empty, gaping fireplace. He looked tired and he had a highball
in his hand. Eddie stood before him, feeling the iron-black eyes
looking at him and trying to look back at them and trying to
remember everything he had resolved to do that afternoon.
"Tell me Raoul Jarreau swatted you one today at noon," his
father said, sipping his drink without taking his eyes off him•
. "Yes sir. I was chunking his store:'
"I don't care what you were doing. He hit you, is that right?"
"Yes sir. Twice:'
"Oh?"
"And then kic~ed me." And the humilation and self.pity came
back with such a rush that he didn't even feel it coming and he
pressed his face against the hardness of his father's khaki-clad
chest, sobbing as quietly as he could, feeling his father's rough,
impatient hand patting him on the back. He could hear his
mother moving about the kitchen and the heavy, metallic ticking
of the alarm clock on the sideboard.
"All right, all right. It doesn't still hurt, does'it?"
"No sir," Eddie said, a sob making him inhale the "sir" shrilly.
"Well then, hush your crying:'
"Yes sir." Eddie stood up and held his breath against the sobs,
feeling the hot wash of tears down his face.
"Now go wash your face. Then come back in here." Eddie
crossed the hall into the bathroom. He filled the balin and
plunged his face into the cold water, feeling the tear glands tum
into hard little lumps. He could hear his mother and father talk-.
ing across the back porch.
"You're not going to take him with you?" she said.
"I sure as hell am," his father said. He-dried off and went back
into the kitchen.
"Come on," his father said. He followed him down the back
steps and across the cooling grass to the garage. He sat on the high
leather seat of the pickup, listening to the clump of his father's
boots on the plank floor. His father raced the motor to cQase whatever cats there were out from under the .truc~. They backed rapid-
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ly down the oyster-shell drive and· turned around in the front
yard, rumbled across the cattle guard and turned onto the highway, picking up speed in the dusk. Eddie looked at his father's
face, hard and set in the gray light. They were going very fast between the square, unpainted shacks alongside the highway. They
slowed as they took a banked curve and turned off the highway
and crunched across the gravel in front of Jarreau's store.
"Come on," his father said. Eddie followed him across the
gravel, walking painfully on his bare feet. The narrow, green
building loomed in the twilight. The caked red gasoline pump
was drained and padlocked, and the dirty, cobwebbed windows
were dark in their frames of soft drink signs. An ancient Negr9,
wearing a dull-buttoned 1917 army tunic over his overalls, was
sitting on the steps. He got up and lifted his hat as Eddie's father
came up. Eddie felt the familiar worn hollows of the steps under
his feet; and then he was in the store, feeling rather than seeing in
the powdery yellow light which hung from the ceiling the harness, the granite coffee pots, the old clothes, the cracked, distorted
shapes of the rebuilt shoes, the rope, the tools, the faded cans,
the cracked candy case with its sickening litter crusted inside.
Through the leather, oil, feed smell of the place, from the back, as
through a tunnel, came the vile, feathered smell of chickens.
Eddie saw Jarreau, gross, powerful, move from behind the
shadow of the wire-screened breadbox and down the counter
toward them. He was a big man, half a head bigger than his father,
but now you had to look to make sure. He stepped out from behind the counter and started to speak, but before he could Eddie
heard his father say, quietly: "I understand you hit my boy today." Jarreau could not look at him. Eddie saw the pale, ghostly
face of Jarreau's wife peering out of the darkness behind the
breadbox.
"I lost my temper, Mr. Kingery," Jarreau said. ItI told those
boys three times to quit chunking my wall, but they kept on~ I
didn't go to hurt him none."
"But you did hit him?"
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"He was chunking the store:'
"I don't care what he was doing to the store. You hit him, is
that right?"
"I guess so." Jarreau was looking at the floor. His face was'devoid of color and he did not know what to do with his hands. Eddie was scarcely breathing. Jarreau's wife was leaning against the
bread case, and although he could not see her plainly, Eddie could
feel her terror.
"It seems to me that was an action characteristic of an ill-bred
son-of-a-bit~," his father said. Jarreau could not look up.
"Not many folks call me that," he said. There waS no threat in
it. It was as though he were stating his age. His hands and arms
hung very unnaturally at his sides. They did not move at all.
"Now listen to me," his father said, pointing Ills finger like a
pistol, "if you ever, you hear me, if you ever lay a hand on that boy
again, I'll kill you." The quiet fury of it filled Eddie with a sensation like a burning fuse. In the deadly silence he could hear the
reflective clucking of the hens in the back.
"Do you understand?" his father said. Jarreau stood with his
arms dangling, looking at the floor. His wife had moved into the
dark shadow behind the breadbox and Eddie could hear her
moaning, softly, as dogs moan in their sleep. ,
"God-damn it, answer mel" his father roared, and the fuse exploded something and Eddie thought for a moment he was going
to wet his pan~. Jarreau moved back imperceptibly, his mouth
open, still looking at the floor. He looked as though he had been
struck across the face. He was trembling.
"All right," he said, so softly that Eddie could hardly hear him.
Then his father turned and strode out of the store. Eddie ran
after him, suddenly terrified at the thought of being left behind.
The old Negro was no longer on the steps. Eddie could hear him
shufiling rapidly away through the dark. He ran to the side of the
truck and got in as it started to roll. The lights flashed out in front,
two orange blobs against the gravel. The truck whirledviciollsly
onto the highway; and as the dimly lit entrance of the store came
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into his line of vision, Eddie caught a glimpse of Jarreau, looking
limp and tired~ walking slowly back through the cluttered cavern
of his store. His father did not look.
The needle rocked around the top of the ,glowing dial as the
truck whined around the curve, conjuring up in its bright lights
the forms of silent Negroes. moving along the side of the road.
Dull squares of lantern light indicated the cabins back past the
fringes of the trees which shone in the beam of the headlights. It
seemed to Eddie that it took them a lot longer to get home than
it had to get there. He felt himself unwinding slowly from the tension of the moments before, and silently ~ gently, the tears started
to glide down his face. He looked out of the window at the darkness flashing past. His father took the turn fast and sped across
the lawn and into the garage, braking the truck and snapping off
the lights in one motion. Eddie followed him to the back door.
feeling the cold dew rustling against the soles of his feet. When he
would not go inside, his father knew he was crying.
"What the hell's the matter now?" Eddie felt empty and gone,
as though he had run a long way, and he did not know for sure
what he was crying about,
"I'm scared," he said presently.
"Scared of what?"
"You, I reckon," he managed to say.
"Eddie, I wouldn't hurt you," his father said, his voice softer
now.
to I was sorry, too," Eddie said.
"How you mean, sorry?"
"I was sorry for Mr. Jarreau:' His father didn't say anything
for a long time. They sat together in the dark on the back steps,
listening to the crickets chirruping and the mosquitoes whining
in and the leather padding of the cats moving unseen up and
down the steps around them. His father reached out and drew
Eddie close to him. Eddie leaned against the strength of his father,
smelling the salt-sweat of him, wanting to get rid of the emptiness
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in himself, wanting the warmth back, or whatever it was that had
left.
"Well I'll be damned,"liis father said. His mother walked out
on the dark back porch. She stood there a moment, and he and his
father waited for her to speak.
"Is that you all?" she said.
"Yeas," his father said. "Go on back in the house, Hon." His
father clumsily lighted a cigarette with one hand and smoked in
silence. Back through the trees, they could barely make out the
glow of lantern light from Snow and Olive's cabin.
"I tell you what," his father said, standing and stretching. "I
got to go into the city tomorrow or the next day. You and r can
pack a bag and go in the pickup. 'Ve could stay a couple of days,
maybe. You want?"
"Uh huh," Eddie said, his voice shivering.
"We could stay at the hotel and go to the ball games, most
likely."
"And ride the street cars?"
"Sure."
"And go on the ships?"
"Sure. You want to go?"
"Do I?" Eddie's shout rang out in the summer night.
"All right, turn off the water works good and then go and tell
your mother we're going." Eddie started up the steps. His father
stopped him.
"Eddie."
"Sir?"
"Let'sjust wipe this thing off the books. There's no need to go
over the whole thing at supper, is there?"
,
"All right," Eddie said.
"Let's go in and eat, th~n'" He flipped his cigarette out in a soft,
red arc. It landed, throwing sparks, in the yard. As Eddie went in,
he could hear the drumming rush of the cats down the steps
-after it.
(.
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